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Within the transition from the Roman Empire to the feudal structure, the burgage row house 
replaced the Roman domus courtyard building. Caniggia and Maffei (2001) described the 
formation process of the row house from a single-cell unit and subsequent doublings. Row houses 
were also proposed as derived from the division in three of a Roman domus following the Gothic 
invasion in the V cent. AD (Camiz 2009). In Rome, the row house type is attested only after the 
beginning of the twelfth century, “terra vacantem ad domum faciendam” (Hubert 1990, p. 168). 
Nevertheless, the row house’s individualizing character resides in its aggregation, which cannot be 
spontaneous. The planner, medieval heir of the Roman agrimensor, at the time of the land division 
into strips must have had in mind a building type and an aggregation principle. Our research aims 
to identify the substratum of that type and of that aggregation. The Italian wording for row house 
is “casa a schiera”, where the aggregation withstands, and the origin of “schiera”, in its original 
military connotation of aligned soldiers, derives from the Franconian “skara” line of soldiers (cfr. 
the Proto-Germanic skarō “troop”). Surprisingly in mediaeval Latin, the term “scara” assumed the 
double meaning of land measurement unit and group of armed people, while the Lex salica 
adopted the word contubernium with a similar sense, strengthening the proposed correlation. We 
hypothesized as substratum of the skara the centuria and therefore the contubernium. The 
derivation should be sought in the Frankish area at the time of the Latin-Frankish transition, i.e. III-
VI century AD. By hypothesis the establishment of a group of soldiers foederati on the ruins of a 
Roman castrum, caused the superposition of the new type and of its aggregation process over the 
older substratum (Strappa, 2019).  
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«sì come schiera d'ape che s'infiora una 
fïata e una si ritorna là dove suo laboro 
s'insapora» 
D. Alighieri, Commedia, Paradiso, XXXI, 7-
9. 
QUESTIONING THE ROW-HOUSE'S ORIGINS 
The row house is usually referred to as casa a schiera in Italian and according to Caniggia and 
Maffei (2001) its formation process, was outlined in Rome, Florence and Genova and described as 
the systematic and progressive duplication in depth and height of a basic unit consisting of a 
square room of ca. 6 x 6 m. The duplication of this cell, starting from two rooms and then two or 
three floors is substantially akin to that of the rural house which as well starts from one single room 
which is then doubled in time, following the increasing needs of the family living therein. So 
according to the Italian school the row-house's formation process is similar to that of a rural house 
but squeezed within an urban environment, where it may only grow within the elongated plot to 
which it belongs and nowhere else, not on the front where the street is, not on the sides where 
other houses are attached one to the other. Following this explanation, the monocellular row house 
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is the evolution of the rural house. According to Caniggia and Maffei (2001) there is another type, 
referred as pseudo-row house. It is characterised by having windows and doors on one side only, 
so that two pseudo-row houses are attached back to back, resulting in a form apparently similar to 
the row house but with a different property partition and which has been interpreted as the 
rebasification of a Roman domus. In the pseudo-row house, individual windows and doors are only 
on one side, whereas in the row house they are usually on both sides, opening into the backyard 
and on to the street in front. Therefore, according to this interpretation, the substratum of the 
pseudo-row house is the Roman domus and the formation process of the row house is instead 
parallel to that of the rural house, within a different urban context. There are numerous examples 
of very early row houses in Roman urban tissues within the so-called tabernisation of the Roman 
courtyard house or domus: the transformation of some rooms into shops with an independent 
access directly from the street. We have many examples in Pompeii, Herculaneum and Ostia where 
sometimes the shops are aggregated by forming a row. Nevertheless the row house, which 
appears in Europe as a systematic building type starting from the XII century is not given only by 
the shape of the individual buildings, but also by the way these buildings are aggregated and that 
is the very reason of its name, row house. Therefore, they should not be considered individual 
buildings, even though sometimes the ownership might be individual, but should be considered as 
one organism. In fact, Caniggia and Maffei (2001) as well as Strappa (1995) have acknowledged 
the row as an organism showing how it's formation process within a block follows precise 
hierarchical rules, (aggregation along the matrix road, along the planned construction road and 
along the connection road). 
 
Figure 1. a) The row house’s typological process according to Caniggia-Maffei and Strappa; b) Rural house (Caniggia and 
Maffei, 2001), c), d) Urban row house (Strappa, 1995). 
The interpretation we are proposing here slightly differs from this one as for the origins of the type 
without questioning its formation process and development as documented starting from the XIII 
century. The term substratum has been introduced into building typology and urban morphology 
studies (Strappa, 2019) following its analogous use in linguistics. Besides the substratum and 
superstratum, linguistic studies use also the adstratum, a foreign term that is imported in a cultural 
area, transforming the local characters of a language. During the so called barbaric invasions the 
Latin language received numerous adstratums from the Germanic languages (Gothic and 
Longbard), and many of them still survive within modern Italian, this process happened as early as 
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the 5th century AD Most of the military terms in Italian are derived from Germanic languages: i.e. 
guerra, elmo, guardia, guasto etc. The Italian word schiera is one of these, in its original military 
connotation of aligned soldiers, it derives from the Franconian “skara” line of soldiers (cfr. the 
Proto-Germanic skarō “troop”), and the same word can be found in the Swedish skara and in the 
English score. We have therefore hypothesized that the formation of the word "schiera" could be a 
hint of the formation of the house to which it referred. Nevertheless, the row house’s individualizing 
character resides in its aggregation, which cannot be entirely spontaneous, and in our opinion is 
planned at the time of the land division into burgages. The oldest examples we know of terraced 
houses are not established as private property but by a rental agreement between a lord and 
tenant. A pact that collects the tenants to a performance in exchange.  
 
Figure 2. Borcovicium (Housesteads), plan measured and drawn by A.C. Dickie ad R.C. Bosanquet, 1898-1899, 
(Rushworth, 2009). 
THE CONTBERNIUM AS SUBSTRATUM 
The contubernium is what we could call today the army barracks of the Roman soldiers and 
chivalry. After being established originally as an aggregation of tents surrounded by a palisade, 
often the Roman castrum was transformed into a permanent structure built in masonry with the main 
component being the contubernia. In the urban morphology literature the Roman castrum, the 
fortifications and the praetorium have been studied extensively especially considering how they 
conditioned the formation of medieval cities, but the contubernium, being the urban tissue of the 
castrum, was apparently ignored. The contubernium was composed of ten units aggregated in a 
row, each unit comprising the papilio and the arma, the room for the soldiers and the room for 
weapon storage, sometimes with a portico on the front. Eight soldiers would live inside each one of 
these units of two rooms and at the end of the row, was the house of the centurion and the other 
officials (optio, signifer, bucinator) in the form of half a Roman domus, also referred in literature as 
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a domus mediana (Barbera, 2018). Eighty soldiers plus four officials were the composition of the 
centuria, and sometimes two of these contubernia would be attached on to the other longitudinally, 
separated by an ambitus, and terminated by two domus medianae, comprising at the end what 
looked like a complete domus. The contubernia are well documented by archaeology throughout 
the territory of the Roman Empire, just to mention one the contubernium belonging to the castrum 
of the equites singulares (193 AD), was unearthed below the Basilica of S. Giovanni in Laterano, 
in Rome, and is still visible therein.  
 
Figure 3. Housesteads Roman Fort, subsequent phases of the North-Eastern section: a) phase 1, Hadrian; b) phase 2, II-III 
cent. AD; c) phase 3, chalets, 300 AD; d) phase 4, IV-V cent. AD, (Rushworth, 2009). 
As generally known, the centuria was not only the organisation unit of the army but also the 
amount of land that would be given to those soldiers at the end of their twenty years of service, 
determining the so called centuriatio, the division of land that is typical of the Pianura Padana in 
Italy. So in fact, in the head of a Roman citizen, the contubernium was present much more than the 
domus, as he spent twenty years of his life inside it, probably more time than he could spend inside 
the domus. It must be noted that these buildings belonged to the army, and the soldiers living inside 
used de facto a twenty years rent. Examining the reconstructions guided by archaeological findings 
of contubernia from different Roman castra, such as Novaesium (Germany), Nijmegen (The 
Netherlands), Chester and Housesteads (UK) we can notice that they are very similar to the 
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aggregation of row houses in form and measure and also that they are both polarised: there's a 
head and there's a tail. 
THE EVOLUTION OF THE ROMAN CASTRUM  
The Roman castrum which is the substratum of many European cities had its own evolution. In the 
beginning these structures were built in wood and hosted tents inside, but later on they were 
transformed into permanent settlements. If we look at the typological process from the Roman 
castrum to the medieval castle, we recognise that the main elements persist, the praetorium, the 
fortifications, the tower, the gates, even the church seems to resemble by position and form that of 
the granarium, but there is one element missing, the contubernium. In the medieval castle the 
barracks for the soldiers seem to have disappeared, even though some times there are very small 
apartments for a limited amount of guards inside the castle, but not for the troops. This change 
follows a different organisation of the army in the middle ages, where the soldiers were not 
permanently in service, but had to fulfill certain duties for their lord only in times of need. Where 
did they live then if not inside the castle? In the row houses outside of the castle, usuallly aligned on 
the main street leading to the castle gate: cfr. the Bailiffgate at Alnwick (Conzen, 1960). So in the 
middle ages soldiers were expelled outside the fortification determining what Caniggia and Maffei 
refer to as the borgo which is another term of Germanic origin. On the other hand, starting from 
the 11th century began the spread in Western Europe of planted towns, or bastides. The 
foundation or New Towns in medieval times resembled very much the Roman castrum. Actually we 
have the literary evidence of this derivation. The Epitoma Rei Militaris was one of the earliest 
military treatises from the Latin times describing in detaill the organisation of the castrum, and the 
manuscript was surely available starting from the 10th century, being probably the source for the 
information on the dimension, organization and layout of the Roman castrum, which was eventually 
used as a model for the design. In most of the early medieval bastides the urban tissue is therefore 
not made of contubernia but of rowhouses, whith the main difference being the longer size of the 
plot and the backyard, in the latter case, but the aggregation principle is exactly the same. There 
are some examples of medieval castra comprising a tissue akin to that of the contubernia, the main 
example being Castrum Vetere de Carapelle (today Castelvecchio Calvisio). But there are also 
some rare examples of bastides where the urban tissue apparently is very similar to the 
contubernia, the so called bastide Quercinois (XI-XII cent.) So it seems like the transition between 
the contubernium and the row house has been outlined, but still this is an hypothesis, we would 
have to show how, where and when it happened, and above all demonstrate the motivations of 
such a change. In the Salic law, which was the base of the organisation of the Salian Franks and 
later became the base for most of the western christian empire's laws, there is clear evidence of the 
use of contubernium with the meaninng of house. The Salic code was written around 500 AD in 
Latin but it contained a number of borrowed Germanic words such as "mallobergo" (Lex Salica, II, 
1, De furtis porcorum), but contubernium with the meaning of house is still used there. So there is a 
persistence of this term from the Roman empire into the Frankish kingdom. There is another term 
coming in use in the same times, the Franconian “skara” meaning line of soldiers (cfr. the Proto-
Germanic skarō “troop”), Swedish, scara (crowd), Old Dutch-Afrikaans, skare (crowd), English 
score (twenty): «scaram de electis viris fortis de Neuster et Burgundia cum ducebus et grafionebus 
secum habens» (Pseudo-Fredegarius, Cronaca, SRM 2, IV, 53).; «non per aliquam occasionem, 
nec de wacta, nec de scara, nec de warda, nec pro heribergare neque pro alio banno heribannum 
comis exactare praesumat» (Capit. Bonon., 811, c. 2, capit. 1, p. 166). Now the Italian word 
schiera is the actual derivation of this very term, so it seems like theoretically we have outlined the 
transition from the Roman castrum to the medieval castle, and from the contubernium tho the row 
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house, but this this transition needs to be proved by archaeological evidence and also we would 
like to understand how it happened. 
THE GRUBEN-HAUS AS ADSTRATUM OF THE ROW-HOUSE 
In our opinion, this transition was a consequence of the military reform of the Roman legions 
approved by Diocletian (285 AD) when soldiers were transformed into professionals. Therefore, 
the houses, the parts of the contubernium, became individual property of each soldier who was 
also responsible for its construction. Therefore, it is now clear both in terms of typological process 
and in terms of history, but we need archaeological evidence to prove it. British archaeology, 
which in the last thirty years has been very accurate in applying stratigraphic principles to 
archaeological excavations, has documented extensively several Roman castra belonging to the 
Hadrian wall. In the case of Housesteads, (Rushworth, 2009) the stratigraphic excavation of the 
north-eastern block has unearthed four over imposed phases of the contubernium, where the last 
two layers dating from the 4th century are made of what was named the chalet type. The units of 
the contubernium were not anymore attached one to the other one forming one unit, but became 
detached by a narrow space (ambitus) for the flow of the rainwater.  
 
Figure 4. Hypothetical reconstruction of a Saxon gruben-haus, Chalton, Hampshire. Drawing: R. Warmington, (Addyman, 
1972: 32). 
We think that this chalet type is given by the adstratum of the gruben-haus, the Saxon house, and a 
transition from the Frisian area. Most of the soldiers serving in the Roman army in Northern 
England were Saxons coming from Frisia, and we have epigraphic evidence as well as ceramics 
proving this (Jobie, 1979). So what happened is that those people at a certain point became 
professionals and started building their own house on top of what was the property grid given by 
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the Roman army, and therefore imported their own building type, the so called gruben-house. This 
type of building was originally a wooden rural detached house, but in this context it was 
transformed hence the substratum of the contubernium. In Housesteads, the aggregation of 
detached individual chalets went on until the 6th century and lasted for one more century after the 
Roman troops left the island at the beginning of the V century, determining a model for the urban 
tissue that eventually became some centuries later the row house. At Housteads ten rooms plus the 
domus mediana comprising the contubernium (total twelve modules) became later eleven regularly 
divided units in the chalet phase, showing that the process was not spontaneous but guided by 
planning. Someone divided the plots regularly before assigning them to the soldiers who built 
individual chalets. We could therefore follow not only the evolution of the building type but also of 
its aggregation through the introduction of an adstratum. From the contubernium to the row house 
the typological process, as shown in fig. 5, follows the introduction of the adstratum of the gruben-
house, determining the chalet type, an aggregation of detached row houses. This building type 
became the prevalent building type until the XII century when the ambitus dividing the units was 
filled in by adopting the common wall. From there on the typological process followed what 
already has been outlined in former studies (Caniggia and Maffei, 2001) and (Strappa, 1995) This 
paper intends to shed light on the origins, not to question the late phase (XIII-XX cent.) of the 
formation process of the row house as outlined by former studies. 
 
Figure 5. The row-house's typological process, from the substratum of the contubernium to the chalet type: the gruben-haus 
as adstratum (Camiz, 2020) 
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